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THE CATTLE
THREAT
Our Taste for Beef
Damages the Envfronment

M

A charred tree remains
after the "slash and
burn" clearing of Brazil
ian rain forest. Valuable
tropical habitat is being
destroyed for cattle pro
duction.

any environmental problems in
the world today are related to the
use of unsustainable methods of
raising livestock. particularly
cattle. Intensive livestock agri
culture and livestock rearing in inappropriate
ecosystems require a vast investment of nat
ural resources and have a major environ
mental impact. Animal agriculture that is
ecologically unsound and, thus, not sustain
able contributes to a variety of global prob
lems. These include water depletion and
pollution (especially from feedlots), soil ero
sion and desertification, deforestation,
destruction ofwildlife habitats, and the green
house effect.
The increasing rate of agricultural expan
sion and its related environmental impact is
due in part to the burgeoning cattle industry.
The World Resources Institute estimates there
are more than 1.2 billion cattle in the world,
two cattle for every five people. In South
America, there are nine cattle for every ten
people; in Australia, fifteen cattle for every
ten people. The world cattle population has
increased by 6 percent over the past decade.

Changing the Atmosphere
Environmental degradation caused indi- Changing the Landscape
Excessive cattle grazing is another major
rectly by the cattle industry as a result of deforestation, excessive grazing, accelerated soil contributor to land degradation, which leads
erosion, and soil misuse has devastat- �
to water pollution from animal wastes
ing and :far-reaching consequences. /�•�
� and sedimentation, accelerated soil
Clearing forests to provide grazing �
' erosion, and desertification.
land for cattle not only destroys wild- \
Deforestation by agricultural ex lifu habitat and leads to the extinction ,
pansion, including crop and livestock
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of plant and animal species and accelerated
soil erosion (resulting in river silting, floods,
and droughts), but it is also a major con
tributor to the greenhouse effect. Deforesta
tion adds to atmospheric concentrations of
carbon dioxide, a primary greenhouse gas
that absorbs solar radiation, trapping heat and
thereby wanning the surfuce of the planet.
The cattle industry plays yet another role
in global environmental problems. Cattle pro
duce significant quantities of methane gas, a
greenhouse gas implicated in the destruction
ofthe protective atmospheric ozone layer. Re
cent research in the United Kingdom and
Holland has also linked the dairy- and beef
cattle industries with acid rain. The liquid
slurry excrement of cattle (as distinct from
composted manure), stored in lagoons and
later sprayed on fields, releases annnonia in
to the atmosphere. The annnonia interacts
with sulfor dioxide (an industrial pollutant,
especially from power plants burning fossil
fuels), increasing the rate of oxidation of
sulfur dioxide and the formation of am
monium sulfate on plant foliage. This "acid
rain" causes the death of trees and the
acidification of soils and surfuce waters.
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production, is a worldwide problem. In the
United States, more than an estimated 200
million acres of agricultural land was for
merly forest. The Worldwatch Institute has
estimated that the global rate of clearance of
tropical moist forests is 28.2 million acres
per year.
Many Third World countries in Central
and South America and Africa are looking
at expanded cattle production as an aid to
economic recovery, since meat exports pro
vide much needed foreign currency and a
means of reducing international debt. How
ever, the long-term environmental and social
costs of such economic recovery programs
cannot be ignored. Otherwise, as Mohandas
Gandhi once remarked, "The cattle of the
rich steal the bread of the poor."
Perhaps Central America and Amazonia
provide the best examples of the direct rela
tionship between the cattle industry and
deforestation. Almost two-thirds of Central
America's original rainforests have been
cleared or severely degraded, in large part
due to cattle ranching undertaken for exports
to the United States. According to the U.S.
Department of Agriculture Foreign Agricul
ture Service officials, approximately 18 per
cent of Central America's beef production
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Methane, a greenhouse gas implicated in the wrong places. Cattle, in particular, are not
ozone-layer destruct.ion, results, in part, well adapted to semi-arid or seasonably arid
from livestock-raising practices in a world climates, such as some regions of the United
with 1.2 billion cattle.
States and the Asian and African continents.
and 95-100 percent of its 1989 beef exports
were to the United States. These exports are
utilized in the U.S. fust-food industry and in
processed-beefproducts. In Amawnia, tax in
centives and subsidies led to the establishment
of469 cattle ranches that were responsible for
30 percent of Amazonia's deforestation.
Despite documentation ofthe accelerating
extinction ofwildlife and predictions ofserious
climatic changes following the deforestation
of large tracts of habitat, particularly rain
forests, the Third World continues to be en
couraged to adopt unsustainable systems of
agricultural livestock production. Not only
unique and fragile rainforests are being
destroyed so cattle can survive; other habitats,
as well, are being utilized for cattle produc
tion. With ostensiblythebestiutentions, animal
scientists, veterinarians, and government agen
cies have been doing their utmost to help the
countries ofthe Third World develop morepro
ductive cattle- and sheep-rearing systems. Yet,
in many parts ofthe world, such activities are
eco-cidal: the wrong species are being put in

This means that they periodically suffer the
ravages ofdrought conditions, dying of thirst,
starvation, and heat exposure. (In contrast,
range cattle in more northern regions suffer
and often die from cold exposure in severe
winters.) Cattle require much more water than
indigenous species of gazelle and antelope and
are also more destructive of natural vegeta
tion in their grazing patterns. Perhaps even
more destructive is the trampling that comes
with the search for food, causing severe com
paction damage and degradation to the soil and
landscape. When the soil is no longer held
together by the roots ofnatural vegetation, the
exposed ground becomes vulnerable to ero
sion, leaving behind a desert.
In Kenya, cattle are occupying more and
more ofthe savannahs and grasslands formerly
occupied by wildlife. DavidHopcraft, a wild
life ecologist in Kenya, described to me what
happens whennonindigenous and inappropri
ate species are introduced into a low-rainfull,
grassland-plains ecosystem:

Tracking and increasing devastation around
water holes reduces not only the amoimt of
25
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Many environmental problems . . .are related to
. . . unsustainable methods
of raising livestock.
grazing available, but also the amount of
moisture which is normally passed from the
soil to the atnwsphere by the transpiration of
plants. The air thus becomes drier. The bare
earth is now exposed to the swi, thus heating
up and killing offthe microorganisms. 1he dry
and heated air rises, reducing further the
probability of rainfall. If it does rain, it now
does nwre hann than good, for the water
runs, and erodes the lifeless soil. The end
results of this process are Desert and Death.
Australia is also suffering severe land deg
radation dueto grazing andoverstocking. Fifty
five percent ofAustralia's arid grazing region
is in need of restorative measures; 36 percent
of the grazing area in nonarid regions is also
in need of such measures. Australia leads the
world in beef imports to the United States.
In our own country, overgrazing is a signifi
cant cause of soil degradation. Harold
Dregne, head of the International Center fur
Arid and Semi-Arid Land Studies at Texas
Tech Universily, estimates that overgrazing is
the cause of severe desertification of 35 per
cent of U.S. grazing lands. In fact, over
grazing is the number one cause of land
degradation in arid regions worldwide.
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No Where Left to Go
Along with its role in the disappearance of
wildlife habitats, cattle ranching also inter
feres with wildlife migration. Open range
lands are being criss-crossed with fences that
inhibit the movements and migration of wild
life both in the United States and worldwide.
Botswana, one of the last wilderness regions
of Africa, has developed cattle ranching as its
second largest industry, with livestock num
bers growing at rates of4-8 percent per year.
The European Economic Community not
only provides funds to Botswana's livestock
industry but also imports approximately
19,000 tons of beef aunually, primarily for the
convenience-food industries. With the help of
economic aid from the European Economic
Community, Botswana ranchers have been
able to erect 800 miles offencing to keep wild
animals from grazing with and infecting their
cattle with disease. These fences have disrup
ted the migration routes of wildebeest and
other herbivores in search of water and fresh
grazing. In the recent dry seasons, tens of
thousands of animals have died. The United
States should pay heed to the lessons ofAfrica's
wildlife disasters when discussing the efficien
cies of dividing grazeable lands into
smaller enclosures. Hundreds of thou
sands ofmiles offence already stretch
across western U.S. grazing lands.
Without attention to wildlife conser
vation and the coordination of fenc
ing schemes, more fences further
disrupt wildlife migration patterns and
territory and deprive wildlife of
needed grazing areas and water.
Not only does the cattle industry
around the world often take over native
wildlife habitat, but it also often de
stroys the wild animals themselves as
threats to the livestock or as competi
tion fur forage. Tens of thousands of
wild horses and wild burros have been
killed over the years by U.S. govern
ment agencies and by ranchers who
use public lands fur grazing. So-called
necessary predator-control practices
on these federal lands have killed
millions ofanimals including coyotes,
bobcats, lynx, mountain lions, bears,
and red and gray wolves. The cattle
industry's role in the destruction of
Bison migrating from Yellowstone Park to vacant wildlife is perhaps nobetterillustrated
rangeland are shot to protect local cattle from disease. than in the slaughter of 569 Yellow26
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stone Park buffalo in the winter of 1988-89
and the plauned slaughter of 100-200 more buf
falo in 1990. During the winter months, part
of the Yellowstone bison herd migrates from
within theparkto vacant range outside the park
in Montana. The primary reason for the kill
ing ofsuch large nnmbers ofbuffalo is to pro
tect Montana's cattle from the possibilily of
bison-to-cattle disease transmission.

Humane Concerns for Cattle
The world cattle population is fur from
healthy; one industry projection of the poten
tial biodrng market is $90 billion per aunum.
In many countries, there arelarge cattle herds
thatsufferfroma variely ofdiseases that greatly
lower their productivily. In order to offset
lowered productivily (and to ensure the sur
vival of breeding stock in case of drought,
among other reasons), every effort is made
to increase the cattle population. Ironically,
increasing the population ouly helps increase
the likelihood of disease, drought, and
desertification.
Poorer nations caunot affurd appropriate
drugs and vaccines. Great harm has been
done to wildlife by the wholesale spraying of
pesticides to kill insects that transmit diseases
to cattle in tropical countries. The suffering
ofboth intensively and extensively raised cat
tle from a host of chronic, debilitating, and
often fatal maladies, from internal and blood
born parasites to devastating diseases such as
East Coast fever, Rinderpest, hoof-and- mouth
disease, and shipping fever, is not ouly of ma
jor economic concern. It is also of concern
to all animal protectionists, since such sick
ness and suffering are, in part, due to poor
management practices and, in many coun
tries, to a lack of adequate and effective
veterinary preventive medicine.
Significant improvements in the care of
livestock are urgently needed in all countries,
the United States included. Most U.S. beefcat
tle are transportedfromfunns to feedlots where
they are fed a diet that creates the consumer
preferred "marbled" beef. Rapidly shifting
from a diet offurages to a diet with large quan
tities ofhigh-energy concentrates causes severe
digestive upsets in many animals. Resulting
disease problems include lactic acidosis,
enterotoxemia, bloat, laminitis, and the
rumenitis-liver abscess complex.
While diet- related disease is a major prob
lem in feedlots, there are additional welfure
HSIJS NEWS • Earth !lay 1 990

The life of range cattle, such as these yearlings in a snowy Colorado pasture, can be
a hard one. They suffer from predation, starvation, and the extremes of climate. Mor
tality rates under such severe conditions can be high.
concerns, including overcrowding, the lack of
appropriate shade and shelter, the lack of dry
places to lie down, the mingling of large nnm 
bers of unacquainted animals, inadequately
supervised induced abortions, and disease
problems created by having huge numbers of
animals confined together in one place.
The transportation and handling ofbeef cat
tle in the United States is another area of great
humane concern. Most beef cattle are
transported at least twice in their lives, once
to a feedlot and then to the slaughterhouse.
Many cattle pass through fuur or five auction
yards before reaching the feedlot, often being
hot-iron branded at each new location. Dur
ing transport, they are frequently subjected to
rough handling, temperature extremes, long
periods without fuod or water, and the stress
of being crowded together with unfumiliar
animals. Many cattle coming off of the range
are branded, dehomed, castrated, vaccinated,
and dipped in disinfectant immediately prior
to shipment. All these procedures add to
stress that often results in diseases such as
"shipping fever," a common cause of death
associated with transportation in cattle. With
very few exceptions, most countries also need
HSIJS 1\1 EWS • Earth Day I 990

to improve their slaughter methods and care
of livestock prior to slaughter.
More enlightened agriculturalists and
policymakers now see the wisdom of increas
ing livestock production by reducing the cat
tle population, working toward smaller herds
of healthier and more productive animals.
They are also realizing the economic wisdom
of insuring that cattle are handled and trans
ported humanely to reduce the losses associ
ated with stress, disease, and physical injury.

nature is a more humane method of raising
farm animals. In such less-intensive husban
dry systems (utilizing neither overgrazing nor
overcrowding), the animals suffer less stress
and distress and need fewer drug treatments
and preventive medications.
Integrated with other diverse and sus
tainable-agricultural practices, the livestock
industry in developed and Third World na
tions alike can become a viable enterprise, but
not until its present and continuing damage
to the environment is recognized and ad
dressed and not until the stress, suffering, and
sickness of the animals are alleviated through
improvements in husbandry, transportation,
handling, and slaughter. Such sickness and
suffering are symptomatic of an economically
and environmentally unsound, if not un
ethical, industry.
Without a reduction in the rate of destruc
tion of forests, woodlands, and rangelands and
a concomitant shift to sustainable livestock
and crop-production systems, the earth's
ecosystem will be irreparably harmed. The
health and vitalily of the earth and of human
ily are inseparable and interdependent. Our
well-being and securily, and that of future
generations, ultimately depend upon respon
sible planetary stewardship. The preservation
of nature's diversity and restoration of its lands
cannot be postponed but, rather, must be
recognized as major priorities that warrant in
ternational cooperation of all nations.
■

Dr. Michael Fox joined The Hwnane So
ciety of the United States in 1976. He currently
serves as vice presidentfor The HSUS, head
ing the division of Bioethics and Farm Ani
mals. In addition, he was named Director of
the Center for Respect of Life and Environ
Goals to Live with
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Those farmers in the United States and
Dr. Fox has authored more than thirty
abroad who wish to continue livestock pro books, is a contributing editor to McCall's
duction into the twenly-first century are also magazine, and has a nationwide syndicated
beginning to see the connections between newspaper column, ':4sk fuur Animal Doc
agriculture's contribution to slowing down en tor. '' He is also a consulting veterinarian and
viromnental degradation and the adoption of gives lectures, seminars, and presentations
organic, sustainable, and humane farming both in the United States and abroad on topics
practices. When cattle or any livestock are related to animal welfare, behavior, and
raised "intensively," they require more drug conservation.
treatments (dips, worming, live vaccines, an
Dr. Fox has a veterinary degree from Lon
tibiotics, and other drugs) because they are don's Royal !kterinary College, a Ph.D. in
more vulnerable to diseases than are less medicine, and a D.Sc. in ethology/animal be
intensively raised animals. When it comes to havior, both from London University,
livestock production, organic funning by its England.
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